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Paul Harvey is head of the 
Zoology Department at the 
University of Oxford and 
Secretary of the Zoological 
Society of London, which runs 
field conservation programmes 
around the world, as well as 
the Institute of Zoology, London 
Zoo, and Whipsnade Wild Animal 
Park. An evolutionary biologist 
with interests in ecology and 
behaviour, he has pioneered 
the use of cross- taxonomic 
analyses to reveal common 
factors responsible for biological 
diversity.
What turned you on to biology 
in the first place? Evolution. 
As a thirteen-year-old, I had a 
biology teacher who understood 
evolution as a chain of being. 
He’d explain vestigial organs 
that way, but I don’t think that he 
ever understood natural selection 
or would have believed its 
importance (he was a born- again 
Christian). Since evolution didn’t 
really figure in school text-books, 
he put me on the road to trying 
to understand the reasons for the 
diversity of life. I’ve always taken 
long country walks and loved 
natural history. To have a way of 
making sense of what I saw was 
awesome. Always though, it is the 
problems that have intrigued me. 
At school, my best subject was 
chemistry, but once I understood 
the power of the periodic table, 
the problems vanished along with 
my interest in the subject.
What is your favourite 
research paper? Bill Hamilton’s 
1964 couplet on the evolution of 
social behaviour. In 1965 I was 
among the first year’s intake 
of biologists at the then-new 
University of York. I was given 
Hamilton to read and explain for a 
first-year tutorial. The first paper 
was almost impossibly difficult, 
but the second was a revelation. 
To have ended up in the same 
department as him, when he 
was still research active, was 
inspirational.Do you have any scientific 
heroes? Darwin and Crick have 
impressed me most through their 
writings. But others I got to know 
personally and they have been 
important to me. Choosing one 
of those is interesting. Bob May 
is alive with an insatiable ego, so 
in case he ever reads this it will 
have to have been John Maynard 
Smith. I worked, ate and drank 
alongside John for more than a 
decade, and then we met regularly 
for the next twenty years until his 
death. Always, he just wanted to 
identify and solve new problems 
in science, and he was amazing at 
doing it. It seemed that every day 
there would be something fresh to 
tackle — I never tired in thousands 
of conversations that frequently 
had more than an element of 
monologue. Even though his forte 
was considered mathematical, 
he never actually knew that much 
maths, so he was very easy to 
understand. Science was his life, 
and his mind was a model of clarity.
If you knew then what you know 
now, would you still pursue the 
same career path? Absolutely, 
yes. The twentieth century 
saw a massive accumulation 
of standardised comparative 
morphological, ecological and 
behavioural data. I have never 
understood what drives people to 
make big lists and tables — one 
colleague specialised in measuring 
primate testes, and another the 
dimensions of all their teeth — but 
I have loved the experience of 
making adaptationist sense, in just 
a sentence or two, of the diversity 
they recorded. The relevant theories 
were just sitting there: it was a 
matter of finding the right one to 
accommodate the data. My own 
prior fascination with identifying 
phylogenetic relationships proved 
methodologically critical. At a 
different level of information 
flow, areas of genomics are 
accumulating data overload right 
now, often just for the sake of it. 
But that will form the database for 
the next generation of comparative 
biologists. 
Do you have pet hates as a 
practising research scientist? 
Bureaucracy. The European 
Union’s approach to funding science epitomises what I mean. 
Natural collaborations come and 
go in a scientific research career, 
but to impose large consortia 
that must target research 
areas designed by second-rate 
scientists is worse than trying 
to herd cats. It cannot work as a 
cost-effective way of producing 
results, and it defies scientific 
excellence. On top of that, the 
grant writing, financing and 
accounting procedures seem 
designed to minimise the amount 
of time scientists can spend 
doing research while maximising 
the number of self-important 
bureaucrats in Brussels. 
Do you have a mission in 
science outside your own 
research? Yes, it is helping 
develop the independent 
research careers of young 
scientists. I have been the 
primary supervisor of about 50 
doctoral students, which has 
given me immense satisfaction. 
Recently I have been obsessed 
with developing a department in 
which research fellows find the 
ideal environment for pursuing 
their own ideas and establishing 
their own research groups. I 
get a real kick out of attracting 
them to the department and then 
standing back while their projects 
flourish.
What are your views on 
bioethics? Minimise the 
suffering of animals that we are 
responsible for, while using them 
as a last resort to make scientific 
breakthroughs that will improve 
the human condition. Though I 
no longer work on live animals 
(preferring to use other people’s 
data), like any biologist I have 
opportunities to change things 
for the better. For example, I’ve 
been able to promote important 
research initiatives on animal 
welfare in my own department, 
and ease the transition of animal 
housing facilities at London 
Zoo and Whipsnade from small 
cages towards large, free-ranging 
enclosures.
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